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Executive Summary

In this study the economic performance and conditions of Michigan's rural regions are
compared arid contrasted to a comparison group of similar rural regions in neighboring
states, as well as to urban areas. For these purposes, we grouped Michigan's rural
counties into three distinct regions based on shared attributes.
Urban-influenced rural counties which are experiencing major "spin-off effects
from neighboring metropolitan core counties. 1
Agricultural-focused counties which have a sizable farming sector.
Mixed-use rural counties which lack significant agricultural operations or "spinoff effects from urban areas.
In addition, counties with a strong tourism presence are examined within their own
grouping; however, these counties are all also included in their respective categories
mentioned above.
The major findings of this analysis are:
During the 1990s, population in the state's rural regions grew faster than both
similar areas in neighboring states and Michigan's metropolitan areas. Not
surprisingly, the urban-influenced rural regions experienced the most rapid
population growth in terms of percent change. From 1997 to 2001, the urbaninfluenced rural counties experienced an average net in-migration of 288 new
resident households (2,685 persons) bringing with them an average of $55.2
million in new net income in total over the five-year period.
The rural regions' population gains pushed up their private non-manufacturing
employment during the 1990s. The greatest gains were seen in the state's urbaninfluenced rural areas, where private non-manufacturing employment shot up 43.7
percent, well above the 30.1 percent increase reported in the comparison group of
urban-influenced rural counties in surrounding states. Private non-manufacturing
employment gains in the state's agricultural-focused and mixed-use regions also
bettered their comparison regions.
Nationwide, the number of working-age adults between the ages of 25 and 34
declined by 7.6 percent during the 1990s. Unfortunately, Michigan's rural areas
fared even worse, particularly the mixed-use rural counties where the declines
were most severe, dropping 17.9 percent. Not surprisingly, since adults between
25 and 34 years of age are at the height of their childrearing years, their declining
1 Urban-influenced rural counties can be within U.S. Census defined Metropolitan Statistical Areas
(MS As), but cannot contain the core cities of the MS As.

presence also adversely impacted the number of young children in these
communities. For example, the number of children under five years of age
dropped by 10.8 percent in the state's mixed-use rural counties compared to a 5.3
percent drop in the comparison group, and both were in stark contrast to the 4.5
percent increase in this age category, nationwide.
Rural regions are still competing successfully for manufacturing jobs, primarily by
offering low-cost production sites. Manufacturing employment rose by 29 percent
in the state's agricultural-focused counties during the 1990s. In the agriculturalfocused comparison group, manufacturing employment rose by 26 percent.
Overall, manufacturing employment in the state's rural regions out-paced their
comparison groups across the board. However, manufacturing employment
growth was at a standstill in the state's urban counties during the period.
A major reason for rural Michigan's success in attracting manufacturing growth
could be competitive wages. Earnings per worker in the state's agriculturalfocused and mixed-use regions were only 59.0 percent and 60.1 percent of the
state's metro core counties, respectively. On the other hand, earnings per worker
in the state's rural regions were on par with those in the similar regions in the
surrounding states.
Despite strong employment gains, adults in agricultural-focused and mixed-use
rural regions face higher unemployment rates and are less attached to the
workforce than adults living in metro areas or in the faster-growing urbaninfluenced rural regions. The labor participation rates of working-age adults in the
state's agricultural-focused and mixed-use rural areas are well below those in the
more urban or urban-influenced areas of the state, as well as those in similar rural
regions in surrounding states.
The rural regions' high unemployment rates and low labor participation rates have
pushed the poverty rate above 10 percent in many rural counties. Moreover, a
greater percentage of students in Michigan's agricultural-focused and mixed-use
regions receive free or reduced-price lunch than in the urban core counties.
Michigan's rural agricultural sector generates lower farm receipts per acre than
similar regions in the surrounding states. While climate, crop and livestock
selection or soil types may explain these differences, the bottom line is that the
state's agricultural base provides significantly less income than similar areas in the
surrounding states.
Tourism, while providing some seasonal employment opportunities, is not strongly
associated with improving the quality of life for rural residents. The counties
which have been identified as tourist-influenced (higher-than-average earnings
being generated in eating and drinking places) face an unemployment rate of 7.1
percent in the Michigan grouping, compared to 5.9 percent in the surrounding
states. Moreover, the average per capita income for these counties is the lowest of
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the Michigan groupings at $16,600, which compares poorly with the per capita
income generated in the comparison tourist counties, $18,484.
A major concern revealed in this analysis is that the state's rural counties are very
dependent upon unearned income and governmental earnings. A full one-third of
the total 2000 personal income in the state's mixed-use rural areas is derived from
either transfer payments (e.g. social security, private pensions, and public
assistance) or government employee paychecks. This compares to 29.7 percent in
similar regions in surrounding states. These sources account for slightly more than
30 percent of the total personal income in the state's agricultural-focused counties
compared to 26.3 percent in similar counties in the surrounding states.
Looking toward the future, workers in the state's rural areas and in the rural
regions in neighboring states are ill-equipped to compete in the more advanced
manufacturing, research, and professional services activities. Only 12.3 percent of
adults, 25 years or older and living in agricultural-focused regions, have achieved
four or more years of college, which is nearly identical to those in the comparison
grouping, but is well below the average of 23 percent in metro areas.
The intent of this analysis was to present a detailed statement regarding the present
economic conditions and performance of the state's rural regions relative to similar
regions in surrounding states. Still, this analysis suggests several conclusions and policy
recommendations:
Rural counties should work to defend their competitiveness in attracting and
maintaining their manufacturing base. Michigan's non-metropolitan counties
maintained their competitiveness during the 1990s. While the state's metropolitan
areas lost $675 million in earnings during the 1990s due to lack of
competitiveness, the state's non-metropolitan areas gained $654.5 million due to
their firms out-performing their national rivals.
While many rural areas have impressive physical attributes to encourage
manufacturing growth including plenty of developable land and highway
accessibility, it will be the quality of its labor force that will be key to its future
success. According to a recent study, high-performance manufacturing firms favor
rural areas.2 However, they look favorably upon rural regions not because they are
seeking out a low-cost site, but rather rural workers are perceived to be more
flexible and hold stronger work ethics. Moreover, these companies are more likely
to pay good wages as a further incentive to encourage a productive
management/labor environment.
Michigan's numerous rural community colleges will only play a more vital role in
attracting quality manufacturing jobs into the state's rural regions. Moreover,
2 Doeringer, Evans-Klock, and Terkla Start-up Factories: High Performance Management, Job Quality
and Regional Advantage (Oxford University Press and the W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment
Research, 2002.)
Ill

many of its Intermediate School Districts also work hard to customize their
training programs to meet the needs of area businesses. Rural counties should
strive to compete on the quality of their workforce; they cannot compete on price
alone.
The role of farming and tourism, while still a part of the economic base of many
rural counties, is not expected to be a source of major economic growth in the
short-term. Many rural economic activities such as camping, daytrips to festivals,
and summer vacation homes have a low impact on the surrounding economy.
Quality of life factors may not be as important or as advantageous to rural areas as
many people believe. Housing cost as a share of median household income varies
little between rural and urban areas. Civic involvement, as measured by voter
participation, is similar to that found in urban areas. While rural schools offer
better teacher-to-student ratios than in urbanized areas, their MEAP scores are only
slightly higher, or in some cases slightly lower. Finally, for many young families
and professional workers rural areas simply cannot offer the variety of activities,
lifestyle, or environment of diversity found in the urbanized areas.
Geographic location appears to be the major component of success. In terms of
overall performance, the urban-influenced rural county group far outperformed all
other rural categories agricultural-focused, mixed-use and tourist. These rapidlysuburbanizing counties (i.e. Allegan, Livingston, Lenawee, and Van Buren)
provide a low-cost housing location with reasonable proximity to urban
employment opportunities, educational facilities, and amenities. However, apart
from these urban spillover effects, the data do not suggest any significant
competitive advantage that would allow them to outperform more isolated
agricultural-focused and mixed-use communities.

IV

Section 1 - Introduction
The sole purpose of this report is to provide the data required to answer one simple question,
"How is my region's economy doing?"
To address this question, one must also tackle the more subtle question, "Compared to what?"
Too often, a region's performance and/or conditions are compared to larger areas, such as the
state or the nation or, worse yet, to other areas which do not share similar attributes or face
different opportunities or challenges. A small area's economy rarely shares the same industrial
composition or labor attributes as the entire state. The Michigan economy, for example, is highly
dependent upon the vitality of the larger Detroit metropolitan area which houses 55 percent of the
state's total population. Hence to compare the performance of a small rural county to that of the
state is neither very informative nor useful in policy decision making. Likewise, county-tocounty comparisons are plagued with problems if not carefully constructed. For example,
reaching an unemployment rate of 6.0 percent might be considered a substantial improvement in
rural Kentucky or an abject failure in Silicon Valley. Even a job or population loss might not be
bad relatively speaking if it is much smaller than might be expected given a mix of heavily
declining industries or a recessionary national economic climate. Therefore, the system used to
select a comparison group and identify appropriate variables for analysis is essential to the
fairness and accuracy of any in-depth economic report.
To address these issues, we utilize a comparison system know as benchmarking to create
comparison groups based on demographics, economic conditions, industries, and even
geographic features which will provide for a fair, controlled analysis of each region's strengths,
weaknesses, and potential economic development successes. This benchmark system breaks
down Michigan's economic performance and conditions into four selected major rural regions
and the urban core counties, and provides comparisons to similar areas in the surrounding Great
Lakes states. The report provides a comprehensive analysis of the key economic and
demographic factors which contribute, positively and negatively, to the regions' economic
performance.
One of the clear challenges in constructing a benchmarking system is selecting the proper criteria
to sort and categorize the state's 83 counties into meaningful economic regions. Of key
importance in this effort is accounting for the impact of urban spin-off effects, as well as the
strength of the regions' agricultural base. Clearly, counties experiencing a growing presence of
urban commuters will likely travel a different development path than counties more focused on
agricultural production. All of the Michigan's 83 counties are assigned to one of the following
categories.
1

1.

Urban Core Counties
These are the counties which contain the core and/or major suburban cities of a U.S.
Census defined metropolitan statistical area (MSA). These counties will be used in the
study for comparison purposes only, since the desire is to retain a rural focus.

2.

Urban-Influenced Rural Counties
These are the counties which tend to neighbor the state's urban core counties. These
counties have the potential for strong spin-off population, income, and employment
growth due to their proximity to urban areas. Counties in this category are the non-core
counties included in MS As, and non-MSA counties which are highly influenced by one
or more urban core counties in the area.

The decision rule used in this analysis to estimate this level of influence was the
following: If, the percentage of the county's employed residents commuting into
neighboring urban core counties in 2000 plus the change in percentage of county
residents commuting to the urban counties between 1990 and 2000 is greater than 40
percent, then it is considered "highly influenced" and included in this grouping.
This rule is designed to identify counties that have both a large and growing economic
dependency on their neighboring urban counties.
3.

Agricultural-focused Rural Counties
These rural counties are strongly dependent on their agricultural sector. To be accepted
the county must pass the following statistical test: The average percentage of the
county's total income and/or employment derived from farming during the three-year
period of 1998 to 2000 must be greater-than or equal-to one standard deviation above
the 83-county average for the three-year period.

4.

Mixed-use Rural Counties
This includes all remaining rural counties.

In Table 1, we list each county alphabetically under its appropriate heading. When a county
satisfied the criteria to be included in more than one category, we placed it in the higher-ranking
category as listed above. In addition, we also tracked rural counties which have a strong tourism
industry. In this analysis a county is labeled as Tourist if the percent of its total income generated
by eating and drinking places was greater than one standard deviation above the mean for the
state, 1.93 percent. All counties examined in the Tourist sub-grouping are also included in one
of the three primary rural categories (urban core counties were excluded from consideration).

Table 1
Michigan County Groupings
Urban-influenced Rural
Allegan County, Michigan
Barry County, Michigan
Cass County, Michigan
Clinton County, Michigan
Eaton County, Michigan
Ionia County, Michigan
Lapeer County, Michigan
Lenawee County, Michigan
Livingston County, Michigan
Midland County, Michigan
Monroe County, Michigan
Newaygo County, Michigan
St. Clair County, Michigan
Shiawassee County, Michigan
Tuscola County, Michigan
Van Buren County, Michigan

Agricultural-focused Rural
Alcona County, Michigan
Arenac County, Michigan
Branch County, Michigan
Gladwin County, Michigan
Gratiot County, Michigan
Hillsdale County, Michigan
Huron County, Michigan
Lake County, Michigan
Leelanau County, Michigan
Mason County, Michigan
Mecosta County, Michigan
Menominee County, Michigan
Missaukee County, Michigan
Montcalm County, Michigan
Oceana County, Michigan
Ogemaw County, Michigan
Osceola County, Michigan
Oscoda County, Michigan
Presque Isle County, Michigan
St. Joseph County, Michigan
Sanilac County, Michigan

Tourist Subgroup
Cheboygan, Michigan
Emmet, Michigan
Grand Traverse, Michigan
Isabella, Michigan
Keweenaw, Michigan
Mackinac, Michigan
Ogemaw, Michigan
Otsego, Michigan
Roscommon, Michigan
Wexford, Michigan

Mixed-use Rural
Alger County, Michigan
Alpena County, Michigan
Antrim County, Michigan
Baraga County, Michigan
Benzie County, Michigan
Charlevoix County, Michigan
Cheboygan County, Michigan
Chippewa County, Michigan
Clare County, Michigan
Crawford County, Michigan
Delta County, Michigan
Dickinson County, Michigan
Emmet County, Michigan
Gogebic County, Michigan
Grand Traverse County, Michigan
Houghton County, Michigan
losco County, Michigan
Iron County, Michigan
Isabella County, Michigan
Kalkaska County, Michigan
Keweenaw County, Michigan
Luce County, Michigan
Mackinac County, Michigan
Manistee County, Michigan
Marquette County, Michigan
Montmorency County, Michigan
Ontonagon County, Michigan
Otsego County, Michigan
Roscommon County, Michigan
Schoolcraft County, Michigan
Wexford County, Michigan

Urban Core Counties
Bay County, Michigan
Berrien County, Michigan
Calhoun County, Michigan
Genesee County, Michigan
Ingham County, Michigan
Jackson County, Michigan
Kalamazoo County, Michigan
Kent County, Michigan
Macomb County, Michigan
Muskegon County, Michigan
Oakland County, Michigan
Ottawa County, Michigan
Saginaw County, Michigan
Washtenaw County, Michigan
Wayne County, Michigan

Table 1
Great Lakes States Comparison County Groupings
Urban-Influenced Rural
Boone County, Illinois
Calhoun County, Illinois
Clinton County, Illinois
DeKalb County, Illinois
De Witt County, Illinois
Ford County, Illinois
Grundy County, Illinois
Henry County, Illinois
Jersey County, Illinois
Kankakee County, Illinois
Kendall County, Illinois
Macoupin County, Illinois
Marshall County, Illinois
Mason County, Illinois
Menard County, Illinois
Mercer County, Illinois
Monroe County, Illinois
Ogle County, Illinois
Piatt County, Illinois
Stark County, Illinois
Woodford County, Illinois
Adams County, Indiana
Benton County, Indiana
Blackford County, Indiana
Boone County, Indiana
Carroll County, Indiana
Clay County, Indiana
Clinton County, Indiana

Crawford County, Indiana
Dearborn County, Indiana
DeKalb County, Indiana
Greene County, Indiana
Harrison County, Indiana
Huntington County, Indiana
Jay County, Indiana
Newton County, Indiana
Ohio County, Indiana
Owen County, Indiana
Parke County, Indiana
Posey County, Indiana
Rush County, Indiana
Scott County, Indiana
Shelby County, Indiana
Sullivan County, Indiana
Switzerland County, Indiana
Tipton County, Indiana
Vermillion County, Indiana
Warrick County, Indiana
Washington County, Indiana
Wells County, Indiana
Whitley County, Indiana
Ashtabula County, Ohio
Auglaize County, Ohio
Brown County, Ohio
Carroll County, Ohio
Columbiana County, Ohio

Coles County, Illinois
Jackson County, Illinois
Williamson County, Illinois
Bartholomew County, Indiana
Brown County, Indiana
Fayette County, Indiana
Steuben County, Indiana
Athens County, Ohio
Clinton County, Ohio

Erie County, Ohio
Muskingum County, Ohio
Ottawa County, Ohio
Pike County, Ohio
Ross County, Ohio
Sandusky County, Ohio
Scioto County, Ohio
Ashland County, Wisconsin
Forest County, Wisconsin

Crawford County, Ohio
Fairfield County, Ohio
Fulton County, Ohio
Geauga County, Ohio
Hocking County, Ohio
Lawrence County, Ohio
Licking County, Ohio
Madison County, Ohio
Morrow County, Ohio
Perry County, Ohio
Pickaway County, Ohio
Portage County, Ohio
Preble County, Ohio
Washington County, Ohio
Calumet County, Wisconsin
Chippewa County, Wisconsin
Columbia County, Wisconsin
Dunn County, Wisconsin
Eau Claire County, Wisconsin
Green County, Wisconsin
Kewaunee County, Wisconsin
Oconto County, Wisconsin
Pierce County, Wisconsin
St. Croix County, Wisconsin
Sheboygan County, Wisconsin
Walworth County, Wisconsin

Mixed-use Rural
Iron County, Wisconsin
Lincoln County, Wisconsin
Marinette County, Wisconsin
Menominee County, Wisconsin
Oneida County, Wisconsin
Sawyer County, Wisconsin
Vilas County, Wisconsin
Wood County, Wisconsin

Urban Core Counties
Champaign County, Illinois
Cook County, Illinois
DuPage County, Illinois
Kane County, Illinois
Lake County, Illinois
McHenry County, Illinois
McLean County, Illinois
Macon County, Illinois
Madison County, Illinois
Peoria County, Illinois
Rock Island County, Illinois
St Clair County, Illinois
Sangamon County, Illinois
Tazewell County, Illinois
Vermilion County, Illinois
Will County, Illinois
Winnebago County, Illinois
Alien County, Indiana
Clark County, Indiana
Delaware County, Indiana
Elkhart County, Indiana
Floyd County, Indiana
Hamilton County, Indiana
Hancock County, Indiana
Hendricks County, Indiana

Howard County, Indiana
Johnson County, Indiana
Lake County, Indiana
Madison County, Indiana
Marion County, Indiana
Monroe County, Indiana
Morgan County, Indiana
Porter County, Indiana
St. Joseph County, Indiana
Tippecanoe County, Indiana
Vanderburgh County, Indiana
Vigo County, Indiana
Alien County, Ohio
Belmont County, Ohio
Butler County, Ohio
Clark County, Ohio
Clermont County, Ohio
Cuyahoga County, Ohio
Delaware County, Ohio
Franklin County, Ohio
Greene County, Ohio
~- Hamilton County, Ohio
Jefferson County, Ohio
Lake County, Ohio
Lorain County, Ohio

Lucas County, Ohio
Mahoning County, Ohio
Medina County, Ohio
Miami County, Ohio
Montgomery County, Ohio
Richland County, Ohio
Stark County, Ohio
Summit County, Ohio
Trumbull County, Ohio
Warren County, Ohio
Wood County, Ohio
Brown County, Wisconsin
Dane County, Wisconsin
Douglas County, Wisconsin
Kenosha County, Wisconsin
La Crosse County, Wisconsin
Marathon County, Wisconsin
Milwaukee County, Wisconsin
Outagamie County, Wisconsin
Ozaukee County, Wisconsin
Racine County, Wisconsin
Rock County, Wisconsin
Washington County, Wisconsin
Waukesha County, Wisconsin
Winnebago County, Wisconsin

Table 1
Great Lakes States Comparison County Groupings
Agricultural-focused Rural
Adams County, Illinois
Alexander County, Illinois
Bond County, Illinois
Brown County, Illinois
Bureau County, Illinois
Carroll County, Illinois
Cass County, Illinois
Christian County, Illinois
Clark County, Illinois
Clay County, Illinois
Crawford County, Illinois
Cumberland County, Illinois
Douglas County, Illinois
Edgar County, Illinois
Edwards County, Illinois
Effingham County, Illinois
Fayette County, Illinois
Franklin County, Illinois
Fulton County, Illinois
Gallatin County, Illinois
Greene County, Illinois
Hamilton County, Illinois
Hancock County, Illinois
Hardin County, Illinois
Henderson County, Illinois
Iroquois County, Illinois
Jasper County, Illinois
Jefferson County, Illinois
Jo Daviess County, Illinois
Johnson County, Illinois
Knox County, Illinois
La Salle County, Illinois
Lawrence County, Illinois
Lee County, Illinois
Livingston County, Illinois
Logan County, Illinois
McDonough County, Illinois
Marion County, Illinois
Massac County, Illinois
Montgomery County, Illinois
Morgan County, Illinois
Moultrie County, Illinois
Perry County, Illinois
Pike County, Illinois
Pope County, Illinois
Pulaski County, Illinois
Putnam County, Illinois
Randolph County, Illinois
Richland County, Illinois
Saline County, Illinois
Schuyler County, Illinois
Scott County, Illinois
Shelby County, Illinois
Stephenson County, Illinois
Union County, Illinois

Wabash County, Illinois
Warren County, Illinois
Washington County, Illinois
Wayne County, Illinois
White County, Illinois
Whiteside County, Illinois
Cass County, Indiana
Daviess County, Indiana
Decatur County, Indiana
Dubois County, Indiana
Fountain County, Indiana
Franklin County, Indiana
Fulton County, Indiana
Gibson County, Indiana
Henry County, Indiana
Jackson County, Indiana
Jasper County, Indiana
Jefferson County, Indiana
Jennings County, Indiana
Knox County, Indiana
Kosciusko County, Indiana
LaGrange County, Indiana
Lawrence County, Indiana
Marshall County, Indiana
Martin County, Indiana
Miami County, Indiana
Montgomery County, Indiana
Noble County, Indiana
Orange County, Indiana
Perry County, Indiana
Pike County, Indiana
Pulaski County, Indiana
Putnam County, Indiana
Randolph County, Indiana
Ripley County, Indiana
Spencer County, Indiana
Starke County, Indiana
Union County, Indiana
Wabash County, Indiana
Warren County, Indiana
White County, Indiana
Adams County, Ohio
Ashland County, Ohio
Champaign County, Ohio
Coshocton County, Ohio
Darke County, Ohio
Defiance County, Ohio
Fayette County, Ohio
Gallia County, Ohio
Guernsey County, Ohio
Hardin County, Ohio
Harrison County, Ohio
Henry County, Ohio
Highland County, Ohio
Holmes County, Ohio

Grant County, Indiana
LaPorte County, Indiana

Wayne County, Indiana
Hancock County, Ohio

Huron County, Ohio
Jackson County, Ohio
Knox County, Ohio
Logan County, Ohio
Meigs County, Ohio
Mercer County, Ohio
Monroe County, Ohio
Morgan County, Ohio
Noble County, Ohio
Paulding County, Ohio
Putnam County, Ohio
Seneca County, Ohio
Shelby County, Ohio
Union County, Ohio
Van Wert County, Ohio
Vinton County, Ohio
Wayne County, Ohio
Williams County, Ohio
Wyandot County, Ohio
Adams County, Wisconsin
Barren County, Wisconsin
Bayfield County, Wisconsin
Buffalo County, Wisconsin
Burnett County, Wisconsin
Clark County, Wisconsin
Crawford County, Wisconsin
Dodge County, Wisconsin
Door County, Wisconsin
Florence County, Wisconsin
Fond du Lac County, Wisconsin
Grant County, Wisconsin
Green Lake County, Wisconsin
Iowa County, Wisconsin
Jackson County, Wisconsin
Jefferson County, Wisconsin
Juneau County, Wisconsin
Lafayette County, Wisconsin
Langlade County, Wisconsin
Manitowoc County, Wisconsin
Marquette County, Wisconsin
Monroe County, Wisconsin
Pepin County, Wisconsin
Polk County, Wisconsin
Portage County, Wisconsin
Price County, Wisconsin
Richland County, Wisconsin
Rusk County, Wisconsin
Sauk County, Wisconsin
Shawano County, Wisconsin
Taylor County, Wisconsin
Trempealeau County, Wisconsin
Vernon County, Wisconsin
Washburn County, Wisconsin
Waupaca County, Wisconsin
Waushara County, Wisconsin

Excluded Counties
Marion County, Ohio
Tuscarawas County, Ohio
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The second step necessary for the creation of this benchmarking system was the collection of
appropriate economic and demographic data series which effectively monitor the regions'
economic performance and conditions. This task was burdened by the necessity of using
consistent and timely data series which are available for all counties across state lines.
The report's findings are presented in the following three sections. The first section offers
evidence on the regions' relative economic and demographic performance. This includes an
examination of the relative health of the regions' economic base industries with a special focus
on manufacturing, agriculture, and tourism. This is followed by an analysis of the regions'
economic conditions. Finally, a statistical "sketch" of the regions' quality of life is provided.

SECTION 2 - Economic Performance
Employment growth is the statistic most-often used to measure a region's economic
performance. In part, this is because quantity output measures, such as Gross Domestic Product,
are not available below the state level. During the 1990s, total employment in the rural regions
of Michigan grew faster than in the comparison set of rural counties in the surrounding states as
shown in Chart 1 below.
Employment in the state's urban-influenced rural regions rose by 30.4 percent compared to only
a 22.3 percent increase in the comparison set of counties in surrounding states. Employment
gains in the state's tourist and agricultural-focused counties were, on average, much higher than
in the comparison set of counties, as well.
Chart 1
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Two major factors influence a region's employment growth: its population growth and the
competitiveness of its base industries. With population growth comes an increase in the local
demand for consumer goods and services, which generates jobs in retail trade, consumer services,
health services, construction and, indirectly, wholesale trade employment. In fact, because these
jobs are so dependent on population growth they are rarely targeted by economic developers.

All of the rural regions in Michigan experienced stronger population growth than their
counterparts in the surrounding states. In fact, only the urban-influenced rural grouping
experienced a growth rate that was not at least roughly double that of its comparison grouping
Chart 2
Population Growth 1990 to 2000
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As should be expected, the state's rural regions' strong population growth generated superior
employment growth in the private non-manufacturing sector. Examining Charts 2 and 3, it is
interesting to note, however, that while population in the state's agricultural-focused and mixeduse regions clearly outpaced those in the comparison states, the differences in the growth in
private non-manufacturing employment were more modest. Surprisingly, the reverse was true
for the state's urban-influenced rural region. Population growth in the region was moderately
stronger than in the other states, yet the employment increase in its private non-manufacturing
sector was substantially above that of its rivals. This suggests that Michigan's urban-influenced
rural region may be housing many of the retailers and consumer service providers who are
meeting the needs of residents living in the state's other rural areas. In the comparison states, the
retail and consumer service sectors of the urban-influenced regions are less developed, possibly
allowing for greater growth opportunities in the agricultural-focused and mixed-used regions.
The other determinant of economic growth is the region's economic base. A region's economic
base is defined as those activities within its borders which generate new revenues into the
economy. Farming, tourism, and manufacturing activities are the principle components of most
rural regions' economic bases. 1
1 For urban areas, services can also be a part of the economic base. Regional health centers, financial institutions,
10

Chart3

Private, Non-manufacturing Employment Growth
1990 to 2000
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A common statistic tool used in identifying a region's base industries is the location quotient. A
location quotient is calculated by dividing an industry's percentage share of the region's total
employment or income by the same industry's share of national employment or income. If the
location quotient is greater than one, then the region has a stronger-than-average concentration in
that industry, which suggests the degree of influence that industry has on the local economy. As
shown in Table 2, the urban-influenced and agricultural-focused rural regions, both in and
outside the state, hold a stronger concentration of manufacturing activity than the urban core
counties. In Michigan, the mixed-use region, while still above average, has a lower
concentration of manufacturing activity than the other rural regions in the state or its counterpart
in the comparison states. Not surprisingly, the counties identified as having a strong tourism
base have the smallest concentration in manufacturing. In fact, Michigan tourist counties have a
below-average concentration in manufacturing activity.

and professional services can all bring new revenues into the region if their customer base is located outside the local
area. In rural areas, most service activities serve only local demand. There are exceptions, of course, including
colleges, hotels/motels/resorts, major regional hospitals, and the isolated entrepreneur making a unique
product/service for a regional/national market.
11

Table 2
Average Location Quotient of Manufacturing in 2001
Mich igan
1.57
1 .69
1 .74
1.13
0.91

Urban Core
Urban-influenced Rural
Agricultural-focused
Mixed-use
Tourist

Comparison
Group
1.43
1 .88
1 .88
1.56
1.07

W.E. Upjohn Institute. Indicates manufacturing concentration relative to the national average
(average="1")

As shown in Chart 4, manufacturing employment grew faster in the state's rural regions than in
similar regions in the surrounding states. Moreover, manufacturing employment in the state's
rural regions outpaced its urban core counties, where manufacturing employment remained
unchanged during the decade. It is interesting to note that across all the Great Lakes states, it is
in the agricultural-focused areas where the strongest manufacturing employment growth
occurred.
Chart 4

Manufacturing Employment Growth
1990 to 2000
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The strong employment growth of the state's rural regions' manufacturing sector suggests
that their manufacturing firms are slightly more competitive than those in the urban core
12

counties. In Michigan, this is confirmed by a shift-share analysis of the state's metropolitan and
non-metropolitan regions. Shift-share is a statistical technique which partitions growth into three
separate components. The first is the national share which estimates the portion of growth which
can be contributed to the nation's overall economic performance. During good economic times,
most all regions expand. Because this component is not of interest, we have excluded it from
Chart 5.
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The second component generated by a shift-share analysis is industrial mix, which is an
estimation of the change in activity due solely to the mix of industries. If the region houses fastgrowing industries, then regardless of individual firm performance, its economy should be pulled
upward. On the other hand, if the region's industries are concentrated in slow-growing sectors
(such as durable goods manufacturing), then its overall economic performance will also be
dragged down, regardless of how competitive its firms in these industries are. As shown in Chart
5, earned income was more than $6 billion lower than expected in the state's metro areas and
over $1 billion lower in non-metro areas. Unfortunately, all this proves is that Michigan is
saddled with a heavy concentration of older industries across the board a situation which is
difficult to change over the short-term.
The final and most interesting component of the shift-share analysis is the competitive shift or
competitiveness component. This estimates the change in a region's economic performance due
to local firms out-performing the national average growth rate for their industry. In state's metro
13

areas lost approximately $675 million in earnings due to the underperformance of individual
firms. However, in the state's non-metropolitan areas, earnings rose by $654 million due to
many of their firms stripping market share from their national competitors. In other words, on
net, firms in the non-metro portions of Michigan performed better than expected compared to
other firms, both nationwide and those located in the state's metro areas.
While being competitive is clearly a positive trend, identifying the reasons for a region's
competitive success is crucial to understanding the potential for future growth. If the region's
competitiveness is based on price and not quality, then its future is in doubt, since there are
numerous places around the world that can underbid Michigan firms regardless of whether they
are located in a rural area or the urban core. To be truly promising, its competitiveness must be
rooted in quality and productivity advancements.
Unfortunately, evidence suggests that rural regions in Michigan and surrounding states are
competing on low wages and a relatively unskilled workforce. Earnings per worker in the rural
regions of the Great Lakes states are substantially below those in the urban core counties. Not
surprisingly, the spread is the greatest in Michigan due to the state's auto assembly facilities,
which tend to be concentrated in urbanized areas. Earnings in Michigan's rural regions are
similar to those in surrounding states, with the small differences likely reflecting industrial mix
more so than price competitiveness. Finally, it is interesting to note that manufacturing earnings
per worker are the lowest in the tourism-related counties.
Table 3
2000 Earnings Per Worker in Manufacturing
Michigan County Grouping
Urban Core
Urban-influenced Rural
Agricultural-Focused
Mixed-use Rural
Tourist

Michigan
$62,888
$45,756
$37,098
$37,849
$33,704

Comparison
Group
$48,633
$39,732
$35,478
$38,193
$35,179

Source: BEA-REIS

Low earnings per worker are typically associated with a poorly educated workforce, and this
appears to be the case in the state of Michigan as well. As shown in Chart 6, the percentage of
adults (ages 25+) who completed four or more years of college by 2000 was far lower in rural
areas than in the urban areas. This trend is very similar to the education achievement levels in
the other Great Lakes states. The sole exception was that workers in Michigan's tourist-related
counties achieved, on average, substantially less education than those in surrounding states.
Clearly, urban areas are more attractive to and likely to employ and house educated
individuals than rural areas, across the board.
In summary, evidence suggests that manufacturers in rural regions in Michigan and other Great
Lakes states successfully competed on price during the 1990s. Unfortunately, such a strategy is
14

likely to have only limited success in the future, as global markets are quickly identifying off
shore locations which can easily underbid any Great Lakes manufacturer that lacks a more
distinct advantage than price. In addition, such a strategy is unlikely to attract high-performance
firms who pay higher earnings and produce longer-life, high-value products.
Chart 6

Percent of Population Ages 25+ with a Bachelor's
Degree or Higher Level of Education in 2000
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Finally, the price competitiveness of Michigan manufacturers will be further tested if the current
earnings trend continues. As shown on Chart 7, earnings per worker in Michigan are growing at
a faster rate than in the surrounding areas. Manufacturing earnings per worker in the state's
agricultural-focused areas, as well as the tourist-related counties rose the fastest during the 1990s.
Farming is also a major economic base activity for many rural counties in the Great Lakes states.
However, its growth potential is limited, and its importance continues to wane. As shown in
Chart 8, average revenues per acre of farmland in Michigan's rural regions tend to be below that
of the surrounding states.2 In fact, the net of revenues per acre minus expenditures were negative
in several of the Michigan's regions. 3 Not only is farming a declining component of the
2 It is interesting to note that revenues per acre are higher in the urban core counties. With urban development
pushing up land prices, only the highest revenue generating farm operations can survive in urbanized areas.
3 In 1997, net farm receipts per acre in the state's urban-influenced rural region were a negative $16. In the state's
mixed-use region, it was a minus $13. Only the agricultural-focused region achieved positive net receipts per acre;
$8.00.
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economic base in many rural areas, it is increasingly becoming necessary for farm operators to
seek employment off-the-farm. In 1997, 51.C9 percent of all farmer operators in the state worked,
at least, a couple of days off the farm in a non-farm related capacity. Moreover, employment
opportunities for farmer spouses are equally important for the survival of many farm operations
in the state.
Chart 7

Growth of Earnings Per Worker in Manufacturing

1990 to 2000
Urban Core
Urban-influenced Rural
Agricultural-focused
Mixed-use
Tourist
0%
Source: BEArREIS

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

D Michigan m Comparison Group

Tourism is also a component in the economic base of many rural counties; however, its
importance can be overly estimated. Most tourist activities generate very small multiplier
effects. First, many vacationers in Michigan and other Great Lakes states seek solitude.
Campers, cottage dwellers and day trippers searching for quiet hikes or pleasure days at the lake
spend very little in the local economy. Firewood and purchases at roadside vegetable stands may
be the sole purchases made by many of these tourists, who often tend to pack-in the majority of
their food, drinks and supplies. We estimate that annually it takes the equivalent of 180,000
overnight campers, 30,000 motel/hotel dwellers or 170,000 day visitors to generate the
equivalent of 100 year-round jobs.4 In fact, as shown in the following section, tourism is
correlated with higher levels of poverty and unemployment.
While employment growth is a solid measure of the health and performance of the region's
business community, growth in per capita income may be a better overall indicator of the
4 Assuming a year-round tourist season, this would be equal to approximately 493 campers, 82 hotel/motel
occupants, or 466 day visitors on a daily basis.
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changing economic conditions facing the region's residents, since it both measures the amount of
income available in the county, and includes income earned outside the county by local residents
and transfer payments. In addition, unlike gross income and employment measures, it controls
for the population size. As shown in Chart 9, Michigan's rural regions during the 1990s did as
well, if not better than, the comparison regions in surrounding states. In particular, per capita
income in the state's agricultural-focused and its mixed-use rural regions grew substantially
more, relative to the comparison regions. However, as will be seen later in Table 6, these higher
levels of growth most likely signal only that these rural areas are catching up to their peers.
Charts
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Finally, a region's economic base does not have to be market based. Transfer payments and
government activities, e.g. universities and prisons, can also be counted as part of a region's
economic base. As shown in Chart 10, public and private transfer payment represent as much as
20 percent of the total income received in Michigan's agricultural-focused and mixed-use rural
regions. Add in earnings of the region's government workers and the total can reach, on average,
as high as 33 percent of total personal income. Nothing is inherently wrong with transfer
payments and government salaries representing a large portion of the region's economic base
except that it suggests that the region's market-based industries are weak.

5 Transfer payments are financial transactions not directly related to the production or sale of goods or services.
Examples include social security checks, pensions, and public assistance payments.
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Chart 9

Per Capita Income Growth 1990 to 2000
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In closing, a key element to a region's economic success is its resiliency to the business cycle.
From 1998 to 2001, the national economy stumbled into a short two-quarter recession after a
historical expansion. The end of the recession occurred in December of 2001, according to the
National Bureau of Economic Research. Unfortunately, with the exception of its mixed-use
region, Michigan's rural regions fared no better than the rural regions in the surrounding states.
Moreover, residents of the Michigan's rural regions face economic conditions that are harsher
than those found in rural regions in surrounding states, as well as in the urban core counties.
Table 4
Weathering the Recession: Average Private Employment
Growth From 1998 to 2001
Micri igan

Urban Core
Urban-influenced Rural
Agricultural-focused
Mixed-use
Tourist

1.3%
0.2%
1 .5%
4.1%
3.8%

Source: County Business Patterns
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Comparison
Group
2.8%
2.2%
1 .9%
2.5%
4.3%

________________Chart 10________________
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Section 3 - Economic Conditions
In many respects the economic conditions of a region are more important to the well-being of its
residents than its economic performance. First, economic performance often reflects a
movement toward the mean. Low-income or sparsely populated regions can experience strong
percentage growth solely because they started from a small base. Moreover, if the new jobs
generated in the region are filled by persons moving into the region, it is possible that existing
residents can be left further and further behind.
Poverty and unemployment are key measures of economic conditions, and, as you'll see
throughout this section, on both scores many rural regions come up short. Residents of the rural
regions of Michigan face higher unemployment rates than their counterparts in surrounding states
(Chart 11). Residents of urban core and urban-influenced rural areas also tend to do much better
than those in the more remote mixed-use and agricultural-focused communities as well.
Chart 11
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Unfortunately, the job markets in Michigan's rural regions maybe even worse than suggested by
their high unemployment rates. Due to a lack of suitable employment opportunities, a lack of
workplace know-how skills, and/or too many workers being geographically isolated, Michigan's
rural regions' participation rates (percent of working age persons who are employed or looking
for work) are very low (Chart 12). In the state's agricultural-focused and mixed-use regions, the
average labor force participation rate dipped down to nearly 57 percent, which was well below
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that of the comparison regions, and substantially below the participation rate found in the state's
urban core counties. The participation rate in the state's tourism-related counties stood at a
depressing 54.6 percent in 2000, which was far below the 63.7 percent rate for tourist-related
counties in the surrounding states.6 If Michigan's rural regions' adults participated in the labor
force at rates equivalent to their comparison groupings, we project the unemployment rate would
climb to 14.3 percent in the agricultural-focused region and 11.5 percent mixed-used region
numbers which are perhaps more reflective of the employment situations faced by local residents.
Chart 12
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The rural regions' high unemployment rates and their low participation rates are major
contributors to their stubbornly high poverty rates. The average poverty rate in the state's
agricultural-focused region climbed to 12 percent in 2000, well above the rate for the state's
urban core counties and the 10.2 percent rate in similar counties in the comparison groups (Chart
13). The regions' lackluster economic conditions are also verified by the high percentage of
children taking free or reduced-price lunch in the public schools. As shown in Table 5, more
than a third of the children in the agricultural-focused and mixed-use rural regions received free
or reduced-price lunch, a higher percentage than similar regions in neighboring states and
Michigan urban core counties.

6 Given that the U.S, Census was taken in April of 2000, it may be possible that Michigan's extremely low
participation rate reflects the lack of employment opportunities outside of tourism in these counties.
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Not surprisingly, the average Michigan rural regions' per capita income in 2000 was also below
that of the comparison regions, with the sole exception of the state's urban-influenced region
(Table 6).
Chart 13
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Source: U.S. Census

Table 5
Percent of Students on Free & Reduced-price Lunch
Comparison
Group

Michigan
30.2%
22.4%
38.5%
34.1%
27.5%

Urban Core
Urban-influenced Rural
Agricultural-focused
Mixed-use
Tourist

24.8%
22.7%
25.5%
31.9%
26.4%

Source: U.S. Dept. of Ed., CCD. 2000-2001 school year. Excludes Illinois.

Table 6
2000 Average County Per Capita Income
Michigan
$21,845
$20,751
$17,115
$17,616
$16,601

Michigan County Grouping
Urban Core
Urban-influenced Rural
Agricultural-Focused
Mixed-use Rural
Tourist
Source: Census Bureau
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Comparison
Group
$22,049
$19,111
$17,496
$17,928
$18,848

Nevertheless, despite the region's high poverty and unemployment rate, Michigan's rural
region's bankruptcy rates were lower than those in similar regions in neighboring states or in
Michigan's urban core. Although perhaps not a definitive measure of the economy, it does
suggest that Michigan families are managing to "hang on" and are avoiding the trauma of
personal bankruptcy, despite difficult economic conditions.
Table 7
Average 2001 County Bankruptcy Rates
Mich igan
54
49
41
36
35

Urban Core
Urban-influenced Rural
Agricultural-focused
Mixed-use
Tourist

Comparison
Group
6.7
6.1
5.6
5.4
4.7

Source: FDIC

In summary, the economic conditions found in Michigan's rural regions tarnish some of the shine
of their economic performance statistics. The state's rural regions seem merely to be catching up
to those in the surrounding states. It is a promising sign that they are gaining; however, they are
playing catch-up, none the less.

23

Section 4 - Quality of Life Considerations
Quality of life is so subjective that any attempt to quantify it will surely fail. However, its
importance is all the more clearly evidenced by the number of failed attempts to do so.
Furthermore, the task becomes even more difficult in regard to rural regions due to severe data
limitations.
Our approach to this seemingly impossible task is to attempt to answer the following questions.
First, is there evidence showing that persons want to live in the regions, and are they willing to
pay an above-average portion of their income be it high or low to do so? Second, is there
evidence that residents are any more civic minded than might be expected? Finally, we look at
the level of public services available in rural regions, especially schools and access to health care,
since these amenities are frequently mentioned as being amongst the most important factors in a
typical family's home hunting process. In short, our search generated no clear evidence to
support claims that the quality of life in Michigan's rural areas is in any way superior to either
the comparison rural groupings or the urban-core areas.
One of the strongest cases to support the belief that rural regions offer a strong quality of life is
the fact that their population is growing, in part, due to net in-migration. While the net gain in
population due to migration in the state's rural regions is modest, it is still positive as shown in
Table 8. During the four-year period from 1997 to 2001, the average county in each of
Michigan's rural regions gained population and aggregate income due to net in-migration. For
some regions, such as the agricultural-focused region, the increase was slight: only 36 net new
households and a net gain of $19.3 million in income over the entire four-year period. For urbaninfluenced rural areas the gains were more substantial.7
Table 8
Average Net Migration Trends Experienced by Counties Between 1997 and

2001
Michigan County Grouping
Urban Core
Urban Influenced Rural
Agricultural Focused
Multi-use Rural
Tourist

Households
-4,086
288
36
212
467

Persons
-9,056
2,685
561
756
1,172

Aggregate
Income ($OOOs)
-374,172
55,186
19,314
30,598
42,425

Source: IRS Migration Data

7 It is worthy of note that during this time period, the state lost population and income due to net out-migration. In
short, few of the households leaving the state's urban core stopped in the state's rural regions. An unknown but
sizable portion of this out-migration is retiree households moving to warmer climates. Even more significant,
however, is Michigan's inability to retain a shrinking number of early-stage adults and families a key demographic
necessary for future population and employment growth, statewide. Gov. Granholm's "cool cities" initiative appears
to be an attempt to address this issue, since many individuals in their late 20's and early 30's tend to prefer urban
environments for career development and child rearing during this life stage.
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While positive, these data do not address the key question of whether households are willing to
pay a price for rural living. If an area's quality of life is substantially better than other areas,
households and individuals tend to be willing to pay a higher percentage of their income for
housing compared to elsewhere. This is clearly the case in the San Francisco and New York
areas, but it is not case for the rural regions of Michigan as shown in Table 9.
Housing costs as a percentage of household income varied very little between the urban core and
rural regions in the state. Housing costs for homeowners with a mortgage ranged from 23.8
percent to 25.6 percent of total household income in the state regions. The variation in the
comparison regions was equally modest. In fact, these statistics suggest that households are
attracted into the urban-influenced rural areas by lower housing costs including lower property
taxes. It is absolutely rational for households to move to areas which offer better housing for the
same or lower cost relative to their income; however, these decisions provide very little positive
evidence of the areas having a strong quality of life. 8
Table 9
Housing Costs as a Percentage of Household Income in 2000
Michigan
25.6%
23.8%
25.0%
25.0%
23.7%

Urban Core
Urban-influenced Rural
Agricultural-focused
Mixed-use
Tourist

Comparison
Group
26.5%
24.5%
24.3%
26.6%
27.6%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 median mortgaged home ownership costs and median
household income.

It would seem reasonable to expect that individuals would be more actively involved in civic
activities in areas holding a higher-than-average quality of life. Here, the argument is that since
residents enjoy their surroundings more, they have an invested interest in being involved in civic
responsibilities. One of the more fundamental civic actions any resident can perform is voting;
however, again; there is very little difference between the regions, as shown in Table 10.
Although voter participation is a little higher in Michigan's rural regions (except the tourist
grouping) than in the comparison groupings, the difference of one or two percentage points does
not indicate a measurable difference in civic pride or community involvement.

8 It should be noted that not everyone thinks like an economist. Whereas economists view the willingness to buy as
an important factor in determining an area's quality of life, others argue that low housing costs is a quality-of-life
attribute. However, it should also be noted that few people will move to a completely different area based on
housing costs alone hence, the success of "urban fringe" developments which offer a balance between costs and
access to amenities.
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Interestingly, the only area which was significantly different from its comparison groupings was
Michigan's tourist grouping. While it is not too surprising that areas dominated by both
temporary workers and visitors might have less civic involvement, the difference between
Michigan and the other Great Lakes states is unclear.
Table 10
Voter Participation
Michigan
62.3%
64.0%
63.0%
64.5%
58.5%

Urban Core
Urban-influenced Rural
Agricultural-focused
Mixed-use
Tourist

Comparison
Group
63.6%
62.7%
63.0%
61.0%
63.6%

Source: State election comissions. From the most recent presidential election.

Finally, we turn to the quality of public and private services. For young families the quality of
the region's schools is a prime concern, while for older residents access to medical attention is
key. On both accounts, it is difficult to make a clear case that rural regions offer a better quality
of life.
As shown in Table 11, Michigan rural regions have a slight advantage over the state's urban core
counties in regard to their average student-teacher ratios. This advantage quickly disappears in
comparison to the rural regions in surrounding states, however. Moreover, an examination of
standardized test scores suggests that this slight advantage may be lost due to the previouslydiscussed social/economic environment in the state's rural areas. Turning to Table 12, which
presents the results of the MEAP tests for the 2000-2001 school year, one can argue that rural
area scores are neither significantly lower nor higher overall.

Table 11
Average Student-Teacher Ratios
Michi igan
17.4
17.6
16.2
15.8
14.3

Urban Core
Urban-influenced Rural
Agricultural-focused
Mixed-use
Tourist

Source: U.S. Dept. of Ed., CCD. 2001-2002 school year ISO averages.
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Comparison
Group
16.4
16.2
15.1
15.9
14.3

Table 12
Michigan Standardized Test Performance, 2000-2001 School Year
Meap Test
Urban Core
Urban-influenced Rural
Agricultural-focused
Mixed-use
Tourist

Percent of Students Scoring "Satisfactory" or Higher
4th Grade
7th Grade
7th Grade
4th Grade Math
Reading
Math
Reading
74.9
57.5
62.0
47.7
78.1
58.6
67.5
49.6
74.6
54.2
63.9
46.9
57.6
77.3
67.9
50.6
48.6
66.6
59.2
43.6

Source: Michigan Dept. of Education

As for the accessibility to health care, rural regions are at a clear disadvantage. Table 13 presents
the ratio of total population to health care related workers. In Michigan, as well as in the
comparison states, the ratios are much lower in the urban core areas, indicating a far greater
number of locally available health care practitioners. Moreover, what is not shown in this table
is the level of intensive and specialized care which is available only in the larger urban areas.
Even taking the urban dominance into account, however, most Michigan rural counties would
appear to offer lower levels of health care access than their comparisons throughout the other
Great Lakes states.

Table 13
Ratio of Population to Health Care Related Workers
Comparison
Michigan
Group
Urban Core
44.4
40.9
Urban-influenced Rural
76.3
90.4
Agricultural-focused
84.1
92.3
Mixed-use
73.7
57.5
Tourist
51.6
63.8
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 1997 Economic Census.
Note: Lower figures indicate a higher degree of service availability.
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Section 5 - Conclusions and Recommendations
In the above analysis, one major trend was left unexamined. Rural regions, while growing in
population, are unable to retain their young adults. During the 1990s, as shown in Table 14, the
percentage decline in the number of young adults between the ages of 25 to 35 years in Michigan,
as well as in the comparison group of surrounding states, is nearly twice the national rate. Small
comfort can be given by the fact that the decline in Michigan's rural regions was slightly less
punishing than in the comparison group. The bottom line is that due a combination of a lack of
employment opportunities and the attractiveness of large cities to young professionals, the
population in rural regions is simply getting older. Their workforce is aging and the number of
young children is declining as young families move out of the region.
Table 14
Population Growth by Age Cohort, 1990 to 2000
Michigan

Under
age 5

Ages 5 to Ages 18
to 24
17

Ages 25
to 34

Ages 35
to 49

Ages 50
to 64

Ages 65
to 74

Ages
75+

Urban Core
Urban-influenced Rural
Agricultural-focused
Mixed-use Rural
Tourist

-4.9%
0.6%
-6.4%
-10.8%
-2.3%

9.7%
11.8%
6.7%
5.8%
16.1%

-9.4%
-4.8%
0.0%
2.2%
13.2%

-13.8%
-12.2%
-13.0%
-17.9%
-9.5%

18.7%
28.6%
31.4%
32.2%
40.9%

17.1%
37.4%
30.9%
33.8%
45.6%

-5.4%
8.9%
7.5%
7.8%
16.5%

26.6%
29.4%
22.8%
25.1%
35.8%

Comparison Group
Urban Core
Urban-influenced Rural
Agricultural-focused
Mixed-use Rural
Tourist

1 .2%
0.9%
-4.9%
-5.3%
-5.8%

11.4%
8.0%
2.3%
1.4%
10.8%

-1.0%
1.3%
1.4%
0.5%
1.9%

-12.2%
-12.0%
-15.8%
-16.7%
-15.2%

22.9%
27.4%
24.2%
20.4%
28.8%

17.8%
26.9%
19.1%
21.7%
26.9%

-4.9%
-0.1%
-4.7%
-1.0%
0.8%

24.0%
20.0%
13.3%
19.7%
17.1%

4.5%

17.4%

1.5%

-7.6%

26.8%

28.8%

1.6%

26.4%

U.S.
Source: U.S. Census

While it can be effectively argued that since this demographic trend impacts urban and rural areas
alike in the Great Lakes states, it does not deflect the fact that halting or, at least, slowing this
trend is the greatest challenge facing both rural and urban areas today.
Rural areas have impressive physical attributes which are attractive to manufacturing activities,
including plenty of developable land. According to a recent study, high-performance
manufacturing firms favor rural areas.9 Indeed they look favorably upon rural regions not
because they are seeking out a low-cost site, but because rural workers are perceived to be more
flexible and hold stronger work ethics. Moreover, these companies are more likely to pay good
wages as a further incentive to encourage a productive management/labor environment.
However, if rural areas become increasingly saddled with an aging workforce who does not have
the technical skills demanded in today's manufacturing environment, while at the same time
9 Doeringer, Evans-Klock, and Terkla Start-up Factories: High Performance Management, Job Quality and
Regional Advantage (Oxford University Press and the W.E. Upjohn Institute for Employment Research, 2002.)
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continuing to be unable to retain its more educated young adults, rural areas may only be able to
attract low-end manufacturers.
Workforce development will only grow in importance to the state's rural regions, and the state's
numerous rural community colleges will only play a more vital role in attracting quality
manufacturing jobs into rural regions. Moreover, the regions' Intermediate School Districts must
work hard to customize their vocational training programs to meet the changing needs of area
businesses. In short, rural counties should strive to compete on the quality of their workforce
because they cannot compete on price alone.
The role of farming and tourism, while still a part of the economic base of many rural counties, is
not expected to be a source of major economic growth in the short term. Many agricultural
products face low profit margins and flat demand, contributing to the trend toward fewer farms
and decreasing farmland acres. At the same time, many rural tourist activities such as camping,
daytrips to festivals, and summer vacation cottages have a low impact on the surrounding
economy.
Quality of life factors may not be as important or as advantageous to rural areas as many people
believe. Housing cost as a share of median household income varies little between rural and
urban areas. Civic involvement, as measurement by voter participation, is similar to that found
in urban areas. While rural schools offer better teacher-to-student ratios than in urbanized areas,
their MEAP scores are only slightly higher, or in some cases slightly lower. Finally, for many
young families and professional workers, rural areas simply cannot offer the variety of activities,
lifestyle, or environment of diversity found in the urbanized areas. Moreover, rural areas have
"thin labor markets" making it very difficult for two-professional households to find suitable
employment.
In the final analysis, geographic location appears to be the major component of success. In terms
of overall performance, the urban-influenced rural county group far outperformed all other rural
categories agricultural-focused, mixed-use and tourist. These rapidly-suburbanizing counties
(i.e. Allegan, Livingston, Lenawee, and Van Buren) provide a low-cost housing location with
reasonable proximity to urban employment opportunities, educational facilities and amenities.
However, apart from their location, the data do not suggest any significant competitive advantage
that would allow them to outperform more isolated agricultural and mixed-use communities.
Ultimately, their success is dependent on growing and maintaining prosperous urban core areas,
which can then provide the necessary spin off income, jobs and amenities necessary to support
neighboring rural areas.
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Appendix A - Summary Statistics of Selection Criteria
In this study, selecting the groupings of counties to analyze was the most important step. Each
comparison area must represent a setting very similar to the group of Michigan counties against
which it was being benchmarked, to allow for fair and meaningful analysis. However, at the
same time, it was essential to avoid mistaking similar performance with a similar environment or
setting. In order to quantify our success in this matter, we carefully examined the mean
percentage ratios of several conditions which were to be used as selection criteria.
On the following page, data have been provided both to document the procedural considerations
of our selection process as well as to quantify the degree to which the rural and urban county
groupings are similar. Statistics on the tourist grouping have been excluded, due to the small size
and relatively limited data used in this category's selection process.
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Appendix A Table
Comparison of Conditional Statistics of the Selection Process

Michigan Counties
Percentaqe of Total Population Represented bv Each Cateqory
Urban Core Counties
71.3%
Urban-influenced Rural Counties
14.4%
Agricultural-focused Counties
6.3%
Mixed-use Counties
8.0%

Comparison
Group Counties

Relative
Difference
(percentage
points)

72.6%
10.0%
14.2%
3.3%

1.3%
4.5%
7.8%
4.7%

Averaqe Percentaqe of Residents livinq in urbanized areas or clusters as defined bv the 2000 Census.
Urban Core Counties
79.8%
81.6%
Urban-influenced Rural Counties
39.7%
40.0%
Agricultural-focused Counties
16.0%
33.5%
Mixed-use Counties
31.0%
41.1%

1.8%
0.3%
17.4%
10.1%

Averaqe Percentaqe of workers emploved in an MSA in 2000.
Urban Core Counties
Urban-influenced Rural Counties
Agricultural-focused Counties
Mixed-use Counties

95.9%
72.1%
14.2%
10.9%

2.2%
6.6%
0.4%
8.0%

Average Ratio of Three-vear Averaqe Farm Reciepts to Personal Income, 1998-2000.
Urban Core Counties
1 .3%
1.4%
Urban-influenced Rural Counties
4.3%
9.2%
Agricultural-focused Counties
7.5%
12.9%
Mixed-use Counties
1 .3%
2.4%

0.2%
4.9%
5.4%
1.1%

Averaqe Farm Employment as a Percent of Total
Urban Core Counties
Urban-influenced Rural Counties
Agricultural-focused Counties
Mixed-use Counties

98.1%
78.7%
13.8%
2.9%

1.1%
4.8%
6.6%
1 .9%

1.2%
7.4%
8.8%
2.5%

0.1%
2.6%
2.3%
0.6%

Averaqe Percentaqe of Income from Eatinq & Drinkinq Establishments
Urban Core Counties
1.5%
Urban-influenced Rural Counties
0.9%
Agricultural-focused Counties
1 .2%
Mixed-use Counties
1 .7%

1.4%
1.0%
1.1%
1.6%

0.0%
0.1%
0.1%
0.1%
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Appendix B - Data Sources
Of course, all data presented in this report are unique in that they have been created by the W.E.
Upjohn Institute for select rural and urban geographies of our own definition. However, we
believe it is important to detail the original, public data sources from which the great majority of
statistics were derived.
The following section matches statistical points used throughout the report with the original data
sources that provided a base source of data from which to calculate our results.
Population; population by age cohort; and population growth - The U.S. Census Bureau,
1990 and 2000 SF-1 (STF-1) 100% files. Although more current estimates are available,
data from these years is most compatible with the other series (i.e., employment, income,
etc.) used throughout the report.
Total employment; private, non-manufacturing employment; manufacturing employment;
earnings per worker in manufacturing; transfer payments and government income; and all
general measures of employment growth - The Bureau of Economic Analysis, Regional
Economic Information System (REIS), May 2003 release.
Percent of population with a bachelor's degree; per capita income and growth; labor force
participation; county poverty rates; housing costs as a percent of median household
income - The U.S. Census Bureau, 2000 SF-3 sample data. Detailed data estimated by
the bureau from responses to the 2000 census long-form.
Industrial mix and competitiveness - Produced by the W.E. Upjohn Institute using shiftshare analysis. The base model input used is aggregate national and regional income data
from the Bureau of Economic Analysis.
Location quotients - Produced by the W.E. Upjohn Institute using commonly accepted
economic methodology. The equation is as follows, where R = regional income and N =
National income base.
LQi = (Ri/R)/(Ni/N)
Average revenue per acre of farmland - Produced by the W.E. Upjohn Institute using data
from the BEA and the U.S. Census of Agriculture, USD A.
Private employment growth - County Business Patterns 1998-2001 (NAICS basis), U.S.
Department of Commerce.
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Unemployment rate - Gathered from each state's respective department of
Career/Workforce Development or Labor Market Information. The data is based on the
average annual unemployment rate for 2002 and is subject to future revision.
Percent of students receiving free/reduced price lunch and student-to-teacher ratio - The
U.S. Department of Education, Common Core of Data (CCD file).
Bankruptcy rates - Personal bankruptcy filing rates per 1,000 residents in 2001 as
reported by the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC Recon database).
Net county migration - Internal Revenue Service compilation based on federal tax
returns. This data is available from the IRS as a paid service only. The data presented in
this report represents only the average trends experienced by the typical county in each
grouping during the four-year period. Figures in Table 8 are not annual averages, but net
four-year totals of in-migrants minus out-migrants. The amount of shuffling, both into
and out-of most counties is substantial and can be a major driver of real estate markets,
despite flat or negative levels of overall population growth.
Voter participation - Percent of registered voters who participated in the last presidential
election (11/2000). Compiled from each state's respective electoral commission.
Michigan standardized test performance - The Michigan Department of Education, K-12
database. Based on Intermediate School District average MEAP passing rates for all
grade levels during the 2000-2001 school year.
Ratio of population to health care workers - Based on the 1997 Economic Census,
NAICS-basis total of health care workers, and the U.S. Census Bureau's 1997 countylevel population estimates.
Estimate of number of visitors required to generate 100 jobs - Estimated by the W.E.
Upjohn Institute using the data and software from REMI (Regional Economic Models,
Inc.).
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